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In the Beginning





1

Who Is Joss Whedon?

(An Introduction to Joss Whedon FAQ)

Imagine this story: a longtime geek makes good in Hollywood after two decades working there, finally turning the world to his particular (and peculiar) love of pop culture, comic books, and superheroes. But then, after climbing to the apex of the entertainment industry, the selfsame same geek stumbles, and experiences a fall from grace that shakes many of his fans to their core.

In a nutshell, this dramatic tale might be the story of Joss Whedon’s writing and directing career, at least if recounted today. In 2019, Whedon remains beloved and renowned as the creator of such cult properties as Buffy the Vampire Slayer and Firefly, and as the director of the two mega-hit MCU (Marvel Cinematic Universe) films, The Avengers (2012) and Avengers: Age of Ultron (2015). Throughout a career stretching all the way back to the late eighties, when he toiled on sitcoms such as Roseanne (1988–1997), and Parenthood (1990–1991) Whedon has utilized his geek passions—his seemingly unquenchable love of comic books, horror movies, and fantasy—not merely to pursue his love and enjoyment of such topics, but to make global audiences gaze at pop culture in much the same the way he does: as smart, even intellectual avenues for stories of feminism, equality, inclusion, or even, simply meta-postmodernism.

Since the mid-nineties, Whedon has strived to both popularize and make more intelligent comic-book movies like X-Men (2000), horror films such as The Cabin in the Woods (2012), and beloved franchises such as Alien (1979–). Although he has not always succeeded, Whedon, in a very real sense, has made many of these properties feel more equitable merely by vetting clever and sharp-tongued stories of female heroes, or “othered” individuals who make good, succeed, or simply save the day. Often, Whedon’s selections in terms of protagonist qualities are simultaneously coupled with entrenched critiques of established forms or tropes.
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Historically, Whedon’s movies and TV series have not only redefined formats and characters, but exposed those traditional forms as being out-of-step with changing mores and beliefs.

Buffy the Vampire Slayer points out the inherently misogynistic or at least backward idea of females simply being “damsels in distress.”


Famously, his inspiration for this superhero story is a cliched scene he remembers from old productions: a helpless young woman being chased and attacked by a vampire. In Whedon’s re-framing of the story, the young woman is not helpless, and she’s doing the chasing, not the running. It is the vampire, instead, who should be frightened. He calls it “the Dark Alley Story,” but it is a subversion and rewriting of a long-standing horror trope. As he reported on the DVD commentary for Buffy the Vampire Slayer, season one, his goal in the genesis of Buffy Summers was to “create someone who was a hero where she had always been a victim. That element of surprise, that element of genre-busting is very much at the heart of both the movie and the series.”

Similarly, Whedon’s screenplay for The Cabin in the Woods takes to task Hollywood horror for being nothing but a repeating set of slightly different formulas. In this world, every terror is but a menu selection, a familiar off-the-shelf product rather than a genuine reflection of human psychology, or a critique of our unfolding world, and the paths it has taken. Whedon told writer Trent Moore at the website SyFy in 2015 that the film is a “very loving hate letter” to the genre. And what qualities does Whedon hate about modern horror? “The things that I don’t like are kids acting like idiots, the devolution of the horror movie into torture porn and into a long series of sadistic comeuppances.” In The Cabin in the Woods, the endangered kids make the choice about the future, and decide they no longer want to play the game that society has set up for them.

Even the poverty-stricken, low-tech world of Firefly and Serenity stands in stark contrast to the “Technology Unchained” paradise imagined by Gene Roddenberry’s Star Trek franchise. Once more, a Whedon story is best parsed as a subversion of a popularly held viewpoint, in this case that mankind will somehow improve as species with greater technology, and greater access to that technology. In Whedon’s rendering, the new frontier is the old frontier, only with spaceships, not stagecoaches. The future is not a better place simply because it is “the future.” Man’s nature remains the same, both in his desire to control others, and to escape the control of others.

If any of the preceding descriptions read as hyperbole or hagiography, understand that neither quality represents the intent of this text. It is vital, however, to place this artist in his particular historical context.


Whedon’s ironic or meta-approach to horror arose in the same decade that artists such as Wes Craven and John Carpenter were thinking very much along the same lines in efforts such as Wes Craven’s New Nightmare (1994), In the Mouth of Madness (1995), or Scream (1996). And the feminism inherent in a property such as Buffy the Vampire Slayer might also be read as a legitimate development of an important and widely utilized paradigm in slasher films of the 1980s and 1990s: the final girl syndrome developed by scholar Carol J. Clover. At the least, Whedon’s worldview seems a distinct follow-on from the feminist approach of low-budget 1980s fare such as Thom Eberhardt’s Night of the Comet (1984). There are clearly antecedents to his art, and that must be acknowledged.

Yet, by the same token, it would be silly not to similarly acknowledge that Whedon’s art has traveled far beyond the precepts of those productions, and thus carried the torch of progress a little bit further. No doubt, the next creator, the next artist around the pike, will pick up where Whedon leaves off, and run the next stretch of this long race.

Whedon’s overt feminism and sense of awareness about the limitations of various genres, or formats, only tell part of the story, or this artist’s cultural and historic importance. There is a key facet that marks any of his art, even in his early, jobbing script-doctoring days, as belonging uniquely to him. And that facet is, simply, Whedon’s persistent theme of disparate, derided individuals coming together, sometimes quite messily, to form a community, and achieve something together that could not have happened had the heroes separated.

“Created family is one of the most prominent themes in Whedon’s work,” according to Wesleyan University history professor Meghan Winchell, a scholar who studies the artist’s work, and even shares the artist’s alma mater. “Whedon writes for the hero, but the hero cannot prevail without support from friends. He also makes sure that the hero learns this lesson, sometimes the hard way. It is more evidence that Whedon is the right director for The Avengers, a dysfunctional family of superheroes with super egos,” she reported in “The Wonderful (and Complex) World of Joss Whedon,” an article in the Lincoln Journal Star, published in April of 2012.

Whether one gazes at Toy Story (1995), Dollhouse (2009–2010), or The Avengers (2012), one sees this same dynamic of “created family” featured over and over. Standing alone, or apart from the group, the members of these messed-up families are weak, and even self-loathing. Together, they form a community that carries the weight of the world on its shoulders. The Star Trek franchise is often, and quite rightly, championed as a place of diversity. Gene Roddenberry’s universe embodies and puts into practice the Vulcan ideal of IDIC (Infinite Diversity in Infinite Combinations). This is the notion that our differences make us beautiful, and strong, not weak and divided. Yet this idea is also found front and center, loud and clear in Buffy the Vampire Slayer, Angel, Serenity, Agents of S.H.I.E.L.D., and just about any other production where Whedon’s creative energies and sensibilities are let out to play.

The second, and perhaps equally vital, aspect of the Whedon mystique involves language, or perhaps more accurately, communication. Communication might best be defined as the deliberate or accidental transfer of information. In various Whedon productions, the manner in which his characters communicate with one another proves as vital, no doubt, as the message, or content of that communication. Whedon’s sharp-tongued, acid-wit, pop-culture-referencing, intellectual, and sometimes navel-gazing dialogue suggests characters who are fully entrenched in the intricacies and vicissitudes of mass communication. The characters in question are practiced consumers of media themselves.

Accordingly, these Whedon characters contextualize their existence, challenges, and relationships in terms of the myths and stories they have consumed, whether in comic-book form, at the movies, or on TV. So it is not merely that Whedon’s heroes, such as Buffy, Angel or Captain Mal Reynolds, find each other and their place in their dysfunctional, sometimes pathological families. It is also that they learn how to interact, and how to view themselves through pop-culture images or ideals. Of course, this facet of Whedon’s writing is more pronounced in some work than in others, but it is ever-present. It’s really a weird Sapir-Whorf Theory, one might conclude. Only instead of language determining culture, media determines culture, and therefore language. In Whedon’s films and TV shows, “language itself gets manipulated to indicate smart but whimsical characters with inarticulate modes of expression, and self-aware pop culture references abound,” according to Aja Romano, from The Daily Dot, in 2013.


By focusing on those society doesn’t always deem valuable or the norm, and by having these characters knowingly position themselves in terms of that larger culture, often alluding to literature and other mass media inspirations, the productions of Whedon take on a particular depth of meaning. Most superhero films or TV series don’t set out to acknowledge other superhero productions. Yet in Whedon’s work, there may be references to “origin stories,” or some character’s “kryptonite,” or any other trademarks of the genre in focus.

At the same time that a Whedon work of art positions itself as part of an established format, it reminds audiences of the nature of that format, and undercuts it. This has become the go-to approach, actually of the MCU, and is evident in the third Avengers installment, The Ant-Man movies, and, especially Gunn’s Guardians of the Galaxy run.

Perhaps the great tragedy of Joss Whedon involves, again, the historical context in which he exerts his creativity. American culture stands on the verge of a new understanding of how to present his career-long obsessions on screen. Unquestionably, audiences now seek authenticity and diversity behind the camera, as well as in front of it. Therefore, it seems appropriate that a woman take the lead directing a project such as Wonder Woman (2016), or that an African-American helm a project like Black Panther. It seems wrong to many audiences that white-washing and cultural assimilation, as seen in Ghost in the Shell (2015), endures.

So while Whedon has carried the aforementioned proverbial torch quite far in the last twenty-five years, our society’s understanding of social progress means that, inevitably, he will put it down, making room for what many deem more authentic or diverse voices. The fact that Whedon’s brand was marred, perhaps irreparably, in 2017, when the details of his married life became public, and called into question his credentials as a feminist, does not help his legacy. In fact, that controversy only adds to the perception that Whedon may not boast the same impact on pop culture in the future as he once did.

As this book was being written, Whedon departed from another prominent superhero project with a feminist bent, Batgirl, and many in the press speculated that his departure was a result of two things: the bad press involving his marriage, and the apparent demand for more equality behind the camera in Hollywood blockbusters. And, yes, at this juncture, it would be right, too, to note how fast all these changes are coming. In 2012, Joss Whedon oversaw the biggest hit film of the year, and a movie that leapt to the number-three slot on the top-grossing films of all-time list. In the spring and summer of 2018, he grappled with the disappointing financial fall-out from Justice League (2017), the lowest grossing DCEU (DC Expanded Universe) movie, and his departure from Batgirl.


[image: Feminist Icon: Sarah Michelle Gellar as Buffy Summers, Vampire Slayer.John Muir Photo Archive]
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More books have been written about Buffy the Vampire Slayer and its universe (the Buffyverse) than any other media property in history. It is a subject beloved by academia and scholars. Similarly, Joss Whedon himself has often been the subject of scholarly books, whether it is a 2012 biography by Amy Pascale, or companion books that compile his works and draw connections among them. Joss Whedon FAQ is not a biography, and does not focus on any personal issues involving the artist, beyond reporting that which is already known. Nor is it an episode guide for all his series.

Rather, this is a text designed to introduce the reader to Joss Whedon’s productions and career, and to position both of those things in terms of historical context, and the artist’s perennial obsessions. Namely, the two-pronged approach, as enumerated in this introduction. Whedon’s art is, overall, a study of disenfranchised people finding themselves through a community of other outsiders, and an exploration of communication in a media-saturated’Verse.

In exploring these families that we find, or create, and digging into the way we communicate at the end of the twentieth century and beginning of the twenty-first century, Joss Whedon has proven himself, in the words of writer Jeph Loeb, nothing less than a “master storyteller.” He stood astride an era in the industry when TV was changing from stand-alone storytelling to serialized storytelling, and in that time and space vetted comic-book stories of dramatic social value and resonance.

“We are long past the age of ‘everybody on the internet watches Star Trek and lives in their parents’ basement,’” Whedon told the Los Angeles Times. If Star Trek dominated genre thought and scholarship from the 1970s to late 1980s, Whedon’s work similarly defines the 1990s and early 2000s. His film and TV efforts reflect the context of the Web 2.0 age, and even the fact that the world is moving beyond this context, where Whedon has been Geek King, is not a reflection necessarily of Whedon’s personal or professional failures. Instead, it is a reflection of the fact that the world continues to spin, and change, and evolve.

As it does so, our understanding of storytelling inevitably changes too.

So if one chooses to look at it in such a fashion, Joss Whedon FAQ is a study of not only a popular writer and director, but the time and places in which that artist thrives, and has given his audience his best work.


A final note: Throughout this text, the author utilizes the adjective “Whedonesque.” Urban Dictionary defines “Whedoneque” as meaning “the sorrow of getting exactly what you want but in such a way that it shatters your soul beyond imagining.” That definition goes a long way towards defining the emotional impact of many beloved Whedon productions.


[image: Whedon Repertory Company member, Nathan Fillion, as Captain Malcom Reynolds, in Firefly (2002–2003). John Muir Photo Archive]
Whedon Repertory Company member, Nathan Fillion, as Captain Malcom Reynolds, in Firefly (2002–2003).
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However, this author is going to propose a different definition that goes thusly:


Whedonesque


	 A descriptor for a work of art in some way authored (written or directed) by the artist Joss Whedon.

	 A descriptor for a work of art that is “in the know” about pop culture and uses pop-culture references in both the discourse, and actual vocabulary of the piece.

	 A work of art that involves Joss Whedon’s long-standing thematic obsessions: feminism, “found or created” families, and appreciation for diversity, or “the other.”
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How Did Joss Whedon Get His Start?

Family History and Career First Steps

As many biographies point out in their opening sentence, Joss Whedon is actually a “third generation” Hollywood writer. The writer once told CBS News, while on a publicity jaunt for The Avengers in 2012, that he felt like he “was raised by a pack of wild comedy writers” So writing is clearly in the blood, and represents the family business.

Born Joseph Hill Whedon in June of 1964, Joss Whedon came into a family of writers, and more specifically, a family of TV writers. His grandfather, John Whedon (1905–1991), was a regular writer for The Donna Reed Show (1958–1966), and The Dick Van Dyke Show (1961–1966), both iconic productions of TV’s so-called Golden Age. He even wrote for Leave it Beaver (1957–1963), the black-and-white TV series that, rightly or wrongly, has come to represent the 1950s in modern pop culture.

Perhaps more intriguingly for fans of his grandson’s oeuvre, the elder Whedon also penned the screenplay for a genre film of another bygone era: the 1970s. During that era, John Whedon authored the screenplay for the obscure Walt Disney movie Island at the Top of the World.


Family at the Top of the World

Adapted from a novel by Ian Cameron, Island at the Top of the World is a “lost world” fantasy story. This brand of fantasy film proved quite popular in the cinema during the mid-1970s, and typically involved expeditions happening upon, often by accident, prehistoric or alien worlds tucked away from modernity. Some examples of this story type include The Golden Voyage of Sinbad (1974), The Land That Time Forgot (1974), At The Earth’s Core (1976), and even Dino De Laurentiis’s remake of King Kong (1976). John’s Whedon’s script for Island at the Top of the World follows the 1907 expedition of an archaeologist, Professor Ivarsson, played, strangely, by Good Morning America host David Hartman, who goes in search of his benefactor’s missing son, Donald. The young man has disappeared in the Arctic, near a mythological island that is legendarily a whale burial ground.

As the tale progresses, Ivarsson and his search team embark on this rescue mission, flying a high-tech (for the era) dirigible called the Hyperion. The explorers soon discover an isolated land called Astragard that is peopled by primitive and hostile Vikings. The explorers are almost burned at the stake by the local denizens, but manage to escape as natural forces destroy this lost world forever.

Alas, Island at the Top of the World tanked at the box office, and a follow-up movie, The Lost Ones, was never produced. And yet, if a viewer gazes closely enough at the film, he or she might detect a brand of Whedonesque flair to his grandfather’s writing style. For example, the characters are all colorful and memorable, particularly the French captain of the Hyperion. Even the very notion of a diverse team of protagonists—a scientist, a French pilot, a concerned father, and a Viking woman, Freja—coming together on one dangerous mission seems at least a bit connected to Joss Whedon’s defining ethos. In terms of visuals, the Walt Disney–sponsored film visits ice caves, volcanic lava flows, and a cemetery of giant whale carcasses, and other colorful landscapes. Today, the film is not widely remembered, nor remembered positively by most critics.




Keeping Eclectic Company

Joss Whedon’s father, Tom Whedon (1932–2016), also worked regularly in Hollywood as a writer. He was one of the first writers of the CBS (and later PBS) children’s series, Captain Kangaroo (1955–1984), starring Bob Keeshan, and later went on to work for the Children’ Television Workshop, the company which produced Sesame Street (1969–). The company’s follow-up series was called The Electric Company (1971–1977), and Whedon served as one of the head-writers of this educational and entertaining series.

Comedian and writer Paul Dooley, the talent generally credited with the creation of The Electric Company, told this author in an interview in 2004 that “the producers wanted to address actual reading problems, not just A,B,C, 1, 2, 3. They began to realize from Sesame Street that kids were learning from it and wanted more. They [the children] were doing so well after one season of Sesame Street that they had their alphabet; they had their numbers. They also learned things like fairness and morality.”

“The producers started to go further and began to do short words and syllables, and then realized there was a need for another show. Sesame Street was for ages three to six, and our show was from ages six to nine, or ten, just when you are
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